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Abstract
This project seeks to understand the causes of feminicidio in Ciudad Juárez and present a
method for transnational activism to move forward in opposing the structures that created and
continue to perpetuate this phenomenon. Mellin brings the theoretical insights of Gloria
Anzaldúa to this conversation in order to problematize the role of the U.S.-Mexico border as it
pertains to the continuation of feminicidio. Mellin also analyzes and critiques street art activism
and demonstrates a method for debordering that acknowledges the agency of feminicidio victims
and activists working in Ciudad Juárez. Mellin ultimately concludes that through utilizing la
facultad and producing the mestiza consciousness, a transnational, debordered resistance to
feminicidio is possible.
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Capitalist entities, such as maquiladoras (and their owners), as well as the Mexican and U.S.
states, have historically aimed to revoke the agency of female maquiladora laborers and other
Juárez women, while simultaneously erasing their existence through systemic raping and killing
of these women—a specific iteration of feminicidio.1 While activists have worked relentlessly to
end feminicidio since the early 1990s, this phenomenon has sparked limited conversation in both
international news and academic discussions. In a recent and largely effective text, Not One
More!, Nina Maria Lozano aims to reveal the failings of new materialist reading of feminicidio2
and proposes her own theory of border materialism.3 In her text, Lozano creates “a space to
speak about objects, things, and matter that retains the element of human agency, attunes
carefully to the role of economic and cultural forces, and yet focuses on the importance of
physical matter and the assemblages of things in relation to cultural phenomena” (8). But while
her analysis is interested in human agency, it is primarily focused on the agency and culpability
of the perpetrators of feminicidios—the neoliberal state(s)’ agenda that is carried out through
individuals—rather than the agency of the women who are victims of such injustices. Lozano
rightly acknowledges the impact of economic and cultural assemblages of power, yet her border
materialism leaves no method for the women of Juárez to regain and exercise an effective
agency. She emphasizes how these women are made victims through labor conditions, low
wages, and substitute laborers, as well as material things, such as pads and tampons and
pregnancy tests.4 As such, “the female workers in Juárez are materially readily disposable and
easy to replace” (50). Their value lies within their own labor power, which these women are not
even able to regulate. Thus, the female maquiladora worker’s agency remains elusive in
Lozano’s reading.
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Kathleen Staudt, a Political Scientist, has also focused on violence against women at the
U.S.-Mexico border, in the mirror cities of Juárez and El Paso. While her text Violence and
Activism at the Border specifically addresses feminicidio, her approach to reading violence
against women predominantly focuses on interpersonal violence (IPV) and sees feminicidio as an
effect of the general attitude of disrespect for women. She argues, “Border social movements
have framed and prioritized the hundreds of femicides, coupling numbers with grim and
horrifying testimony from victims’ mothers about shockingly irresponsible police behavior. In so
doing, activists initially missed the opportunity to stress the ordinariness of everyday violence
against women and its victims and survivors” (29). Thus, Staudt’s text focuses on solutions for
eradicating violence, whether through policy changes or workshops for both men and women. As
a result, while Staudt provides helpful research regarding policy changes, NGO intervention, and
general statistics about crime and police response in Juárez and El Paso, her text falls short of
acknowledging and dissecting how transnational neoliberal policies and economic trade
specifically produces feminicidio. She sees agency attenable through the community’s
involvement with NGO workshops, for children and adults, that provide education about IPV
and prevention practices. This reliance on outsider influence (often these NGOs are not founded
in Juárez, or even Mexico) ignores the forms of resistance that activists themselves are enacting
within Juárez. Staudt sees agency as being given to women in Juárez, when in fact these women
and girls are demanding and actively taking back agency for themselves. Furthermore, similar to
Lozano, I believe that, rather than feminicidio being a direct result of Juárez’s values or customs,
Juárez’s position at the border and the city’s involvement in transnational trading are what
directly produce feminicidio. IPV is not unique to Juárez, and while its city is exacerbated by
neoliberal policies, it is not reasonable to assume that Juárez is alone in its ill-treatment of
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vulnerable women and children. Throughout this paper, I use Staudt’s research to aid in my
discussion of feminicidio and the U.S.-Mexico border, although I do not concur with her ultimate
conclusions.
As both Lozano and Staudt are insufficient, I wish to complicate both their research and
their theories with insights from Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera. I plan to
synthesize the three authors by incorporating gender and cultural studies theory from Gloria
Anzaldúa’s Borderlands with Lozano’s thorough account of feminicidio at the U.S.-Mexico
border and Staudt’s research regarding the Juárez’s broader political landscape. The feminicidio
crisis requires us to return to Anzaldúa’s canonical text. Borderlands is inherently interested in
both intersectional identities and methods of resistance—methods which culminate in the
emergence of a mestiza consciousness, which I will discuss later. While certainly a gendered
phenomenon, feminicidio is also a border issue, and Borderlands provides a lens that prioritizes
examining processes of bordering. Certainly, Anzaldúa is interested in theorizing gender, race,
and colonialism, but her text also reveals methods and actual demonstrations that combat
hegemonic Western theorizing. Anzaldúa instead uses spirituality, her own Chicana dialect, and
cultural figures to reveal “a new story to explain the world and our participation in it, a new
value system with images and symbols that connect us to each other and to the planet” (103). Her
text is both a discussion and example of resisting dominant structures that specifically victimize
vulnerable women. Although her text is decades old, it still remains relevant today with its
revolutionary theoretical concepts and praxis. Anzaldúa’s theoretical concepts, such as la
facultad and the mestiza consciousness, allow readers to rethink notions of agency in order to
acknowledge both the power wielded by states and borders while simultaneously recognizing the
agency of the maquiladora worker, which neither Lozano’s nor Staudt’s readings provide.
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The murdered woman is victimized by capital’s ability to cross borders, her own state’s
disregard for her struggle, and the violent misogynist attitudes that uphold (and were created by)
residual patriarchal modes of hierarchy. Through revisiting Anzaldúa’s conceptualization of la
facultad and the mestiza identity, it is possible to adequately critique and hold responsible
structural assemblages of power while simultaneously granting the feminicidio victim and her
community agency. This regained agency is multifaceted. It allows for true yet conflicting
realities to coexist: feminicidio is the result of neoliberal capitalist structures outside of the
victim’s immediate control; simultaneously, a feminicidio victim challenges neoliberal capitalist
structures. Feminicidio emphasizes singularity and individualism—each death is a separate
spectacle; feminicidio demands communal response—through deeper sensing (la facultad)
opposition to feminicidio cannot exist just within families or even broader communities, but
rather emerges as a transnational opposition to maquiladoras and neoliberal trade policies. Thus,
this transnational agency does not negate the feminicidio victim’s trauma; rather, she is both
traumatized and has the capacity to produce visibility and change. The anti-feminicidio activist’s
position is dangerous and precarious; simultaneously, her resistance is powerful and effective. In
her own semi-autobiographical text, Anzaldúa rightfully holds unjust structures of power
accountable for the harm they cause, but she also recognizes the power and agency that
individuals hold.
Anti-feminicidio activists in Juárez are currently working, and have been for decades, to
bring awareness to and resist feminicidio, and their efforts come with great risk, insufficient aid,
and minimal news coverage. Street art is a notable method that activists use to produce visibility
in Juárez. Anti-feminicidio murals produce a visibility for feminicidio and its victims that is far
more effective than any government action so far. The murals demand the community’s attention
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and evoke a visceral response from their viewers. Because of the nature of street art, faces of
murdered women are painted on walls that Juárez residents pass by on their way to work, the
grocery store, home, and more. The murals’ accessibility challenges viewers by forcing the
passersby to remember and mourn feminicidio victims at unexpected moments. This accessibility
allows (and, to some degree, forces) the general public of Juárez to see and engage with antifeminicidio activism. The artistic symbols used in art like murals conveys information with an
immediacy that traditional texts never could. The murals also work to convey a deep and
illuminated understanding of the structures that create and uphold feminicidio. To differing
degrees, these murals are calls for collaboration in order to build a new structure for their
community. For all of these reasons, this paper is deeply interested in murals as a method of
activism, and how they can be used to further a transnational, collective agency, and I argue that
this becomes possible through reading street art alongside Borderlands theory, which, as I have
argued in the previous paragraphs, remains particularly relevant.
This paper is focused on three specific concepts developed by Anzaldúa. Although they
are not explicitly tied within Borderlands, I see clear temporal links between the three. First is
the production of la facultad, wherein the individual develops “the capacity to see in surface
phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep structure below the surface” (60).
Regarding feminicidio, la facultad at its basic level transforms the trauma of the maquiladora
worker into something productive. The second concept, the Coatlicue state, is at odds with and a
response to la facultad. The Coatlicue state is a form of “paralysis”, and an inability to confront
the truth—“a resistance to knowing” (70). But, as Anzaldúa points out, “The Coatlicue state is a
prelude to crossing,” and every step out of paralysis into consciousness “is a travesía, a crossing”
(70). It is these incremental crossings in conjunction with la facultad that produce this deeper
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sensing and understanding which allow the emergence of la conciencia de la mestiza. This
consciousness enables such a synthesis of theory to take place, as it “creat[es] an atmosphere of
multiple tongues, paradigms, and ways of knowing. This atmosphere leaves little room for rigid
thinking, static thinking, or dichotomous thinking. The ‘borderlands’ emerge as a crossroads of
sorts, where all roads meet and converge, where ‘nothing is rejected, nothing abandoned’”
(Martinez 172). Such a consciousness can recognize the innate agency of feminicidio victims,
the powerful reach of the neoliberal state, and a community’s ability to resist the capitalist state.
Thus, the effective agency for resistance we are searching for cannot be found in isolated
individuals; the agency must be collective. My paper will demonstrate through a discussion of
Juárez’s space and activist artwork—specifically murals—how a debordered resistance is both
possible and effective. Anzaldúa has not yet been utilized in this specific context,5 a disservice to
the anti-feminicidio scholarly discussion.
Deconstructing Juárez and the Border: Examining Sources of Agency
Because Juárez is part of the borderlands, it contains the possibility for resistance that
other spaces do not. The trauma and suffering that are produced by “the Third World grat[ing]
against the first” (Anzaldúa 25) yield a terrain that is needed to address the purpose of borders,
their effects, and who controls them. Anzaldúa writes about the difference between borders and
borderlands, saying, “A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland
is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary . . .
The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants” (25). The land feels the tensions of state
sovereignty and cultural and community fragmentation. Because the borderland holds these
tensions simultaneously—U.S. and Mexican interests that manifest in exploitative and dangerous
labor conditions, hazardous surroundings that workers are forced to live in, as well as
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feminicidio—it becomes the best place to reveal, explore, and resist the structural forces of
neoliberal capitalism that result in such dangerous circumstances for Latina workers, in
particular. In order to understand feminicidio itself and anti-feminicidio activism, we must work
to deconstruct how space and the border function together to commit violence.
The location of Juárez plays a unique role in feminicidio, specifically the city’s relation
and positioning adjacent to the U.S.-Mexico border. The border—a national boundary and
economic conduit—is solid and porous. For capital, the border is an easy channel to pass through
ultimately intact. For a migrant or a community, it can seem far more impermeable. The U.S.Mexico border creates a space that “is in a constant state of transition” felt in a multitude of ways
(Anzaldúa 25). In Juárez, this never-ending flux is evident beyond the flow of the people that
move to, are killed in, or leave Juárez; capital’s movements also demonstrate this never-ending
fluidity. The U.S. and its companies have historically exploited (and continue to exploit) the
Mexican workforce for their own gains. While factories are operated in Juárez, the profit created
by these workers travels from Mexico back into the possession of U.S. entities. The Mexican
government remains complicit in these practices because of the profit they generate for the
Mexican economy and government as well, though certainly not to the same degree as is earned
for the U.S. It is, of course, the laborers who are most detrimentally affected and ignored.
Although this borderland is a transitory space, the physical (and envisioned) border between
Mexico and the U.S. serves to mark a stark delineation between the two states. Such a border
works not just to obfuscate the presence of U.S. forces and entities in Mexico, but it also serves
to isolate Mexico. By doing this, any U.S. culpability regarding feminicidio can be ignored and
any work to create a resistance that supersedes borders is made more difficult. Beyond its
physical operations, the border provides a mental barrier that allows a U.S. resident to see herself
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as entirely removed from the murders in Juárez. Thus, the border, that is in its origin an
“unnatural boundary” (Anzaldúa 25), serves the needs of capital and its profiteers through both
the border’s permeability for capital and obfuscation of culpability.
This obfuscation of culpability makes state attempts of producing visibility for
feminicidio victims ineffective. In such an instance, Juárez adopted surveillance and public
safety programs as an apparent attempt to produce public safety, which Staudt discusses,
Surveillance cameras scanned intersections and possible crime locales around the city
and in maquiladora enclaves. A community-based model sounded promising: residents
and businesses would have access to cards with computer chips that allow instant
communication to police about impending crime and permit electronic tracking of highcrime areas . . . The plan included improvement in street-based policing and increasing
performance with better salaries and regulations to curb corruption. (135)
Of course, even when a murder has been committed, a state surveillance camera was “useless in
identifying the perpetrator in the video” because it had been turned upwards from its original
view point (Staudt 14). Staudt’s optimism that greater funding for a corrupt institution might
result in greater public safety simplifies the possible outcomes. As an already militarized area,
assuming that the police’s lack of funds is the primary cause of corruption ignores that current
funds are already being spent on heavy weaponry with no resources allocated for investigating
feminicidio. Greater funds will not change the environment of Juárez where violence against
women is common and widely accepted or ignored. Expanded surveillance not only appears to
be ineffective, but will also only further the mistrust between civilians and police, as well as
government officials, who fail to respond to reported disappearances, rapes, and murders.
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Furthermore, surveillance has the added possibility of being used to track and victimize antifeminicidio activists rather than actual perpetrators of feminicidio.
Many government responses, both in Mexico and the U.S., fall under the umbrella of
symbolic politics. In Violence and Activism at the Border, Staudt frequently discusses instances
of symbolic politics; how effective these symbolic politics are depends upon execution, but
government responses to feminicidio have largely been symbolic and ineffective. An example is
the Mexican government’s appointment of María López Urbina as special federal prosecutor
whose work was deemed “pura basura (pure garbage)” by NGOs (Staudt 122). Government
officials have gone on record discounting the phenomenon altogether, stating, “They’re crimes of
passion, lovers’ squabbles,” ignoring the reality that feminicidio is a result of transnational
economic profit (Governor Patricio Martínez quoted by Staudt 122). The U.S. response to
feminicidio has been no more effective. In 2006, the U.S. House of Representatives passed a
resolution that “shamed Mexico [and] also pressured and educated U.S. politicians. Yet like
many congressional resolutions, it offered symbolic rather than substantive leverage, lacking
either resources or institutional responsibilities for action” (Staudt 95). These government
displays of symbolic politics are not just ineffective, they are insidious distraction tactics that
continue to obscure rather than produce visibility for the anti-feminicidio movement and victims
of feminicidio. Staudt notes that the U.S. resolution’s passage resulted in the education of
politicians, but if this education results in no definitive action or change in Juárez, it is neither an
effective educational tool nor an actual method of resistance. Staudt is sure to note that “the U.S.
House is on record as denouncing femicide” (95), as if denouncing feminicidio has any felt
impact while women continue to be raped and murdered—there were 118 feminicidios in 2016
alone (Lozano 43). The U.S. response is particularly revealing as it demonstrates how the border
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protects the U.S. from taking direct action. Instead, political figures can use abjection to
denounce femicide and Mexico’s inaction while ignoring the ways that the U.S. is complicit. The
Mexican government’s response illustrates a different obfuscation. Through this symbolic
politics of appointing women to prominent positions within the legal system, the state is able to
both praise itself for its direct response to the crisis and absolve itself of any further obligation.
By creating figureheads either who are incapable of effectively combating feminicidio or
actively oppose reform, Juárez and Chihuahua remain unchanged, and the feminicidio continues
unhindered. This false visibility produced by government symbolic politics is not and, I would
argue, was never intended to be an effective method for effective intervention in this
phenomenon. Juárez’s location and relationship to the U.S. is ignored by the Mexican
government so that no meaningful action is taken, while Juárez’s location obscures U.S.
culpability which the U.S. exploits.
Through the border’s obfuscation, the U.S. and Mexican governments are not only able to
ignore their culpability, but false agency and blame have been ascribed to the feminicidio victims
by the states. Lozano has transcribed multiple accounts of relatives noting the way the state has
absolved itself of responsibility in finding justice for these women. In one example, a mother
explains, “They [authorities] have a scale of discrimination: the integrated, the studious, the
rich—at the other end are the gang members and prostitutes. They told me to look for her in ‘la
zona rosa’—that’s why they never looked for her. And when she died, they blamed her. They
said that she had died of an overdose” (28-29). This is not a new or unusual response. Even in
what Lozano describes as the “first wave” of feminicidio, these responses were common: “The
authorities also blamed the women’s, ‘culpándolas,’ for their own misfortune. The authorities
would use phrases like: ‘why were you dressed like that?’ and ‘what were they doing all alone at
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night?’ It was also common that officials would claim that women were ‘living a double life’”
(20).6 Juárez’s authorities ascribe blame to victims of feminicidio and, thus, fail to ever complete
any investigative work to determine the culprits. By ignoring their own responsibilities, the
authorities become increasingly complicit in the violence committed against these women.
Furthermore, whether sex workers or factory workers, these women are being allotted
unreasonable agency. As often seen within the neoliberal framework, a false sense of agency is
frequently articulated that claims that individuals are entirely free to choose whether to work,
where to work, how much to work, etc. Ultimately these women can die from abstaining from
work or they may be killed by the structures—transnational, neoliberal corporations—that they
are obligated to work within. As pure economic actors, these women have no real agency
because they are compelled to work. The state ignores what makes these women vulnerable,
ultimately ascribing a responsibility and agency to these women that is impossible. This false
narrative of choice, while prevalent throughout all capitalist economies, is weaponized
specifically by the border’s ability to isolate the female maquiladora worker from not just the
Mexican economy but also the global economy; thus, in order to properly resist the demands of
capital and regain autonomy, she cannot merely oppose Mexican economic demands but she
must cognizant of a much larger force: global neoliberal interests. The female maquiladora
worker is ascribed a false agency of choice by an entire transnational economic system, and the
border’s obfuscation exists to deny this reality.
Furthermore, the state simultaneously attempts to deny these women agency through its
oppression of women. Anzaldúa speaks to living in the borderlands as a Chicana, writing, “The
ability to respond is what is meant by responsibility, yet our cultures take away our ability to act”
(42). Writing from the intersections of gender and race, Anzaldúa articulates how her own
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community as well as white supremacy victimizes her in such a way “[that] someone else is in
control and therefore responsible and to blame” (43). Because the Chicana is accepted neither by
white spaces or her own community, it seems the intersections of her identity deny her any
agency and power. The oppression she experiences as a result of her identity is so great that she
feels incapable of taking any action. Neoliberalism profits from this fear produced by oppressive
structures of racism and misogyny intersecting in Juárez for the female maquiladora worker. The
silence and fear she feels is perpetuated by multiple iterations of violence. The female
maquiladora worker is victimized by more than capital; she is also victimized by the violent
misogynist attitudes and customs that neoliberal policy and state interests perpetuate. In fact,
women’s gains of economic independence resulted in the displacement of men in the workforce,7
requiring that men take on more traditionally feminine work that resulted in greater and more
overt violent misogyny (Lozano 49-50). But the state does more than just create an environment
that perpetuates fear and submission in women; as previously stated, women must still choose to
take on work that ultimately puts them at risk, as there is no other method of survival. Because
men are not hired for factory work in the maquiladoras, the only way for many families to
survive is by women working and providing financial support. The states—both the Mexican and
the U.S.—force women into this work by giving them no other recourse for living.
And so, how can any real agency be attained by the female maquiladora worker? Here,
again, Anzaldua offers us a relevant theoretical concept: the Coatlicue state, a form of paralysis
and a “resistance to knowing.” This state is a “necessary precondition of the development of
mestiza consciousness through artistic and spiritual activity” (Harvey 57). Anzaldúa advocates
for “the freedom to carve and chisel my own face, to staunch the bleeding with ashes, to fashion
my own gods out of my entrails. And if going home is denied me then I will have to stand and
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claim my space, making a new culture—una cultura mestiza—with my own lumber, my own
bricks and mortar and my own feminist architecture” (44). The origin of agency lies in moments
of choice—the choice “to feel strong” (43), create your own identity, and build a new systems
and infrastructure; this process of creating a new identity and culture is entirely dependent on
opposing and resisting the current hegemonic forces of racism and misogyny.
Art and Activism in Juárez: Reading Murals through Borderlands Theory
This section of my paper is interested in how Anzaldúa’s concepts are concerned with
visibility and understanding manifest in anti-feminicidio artwork, specifically murals in Juárez.
While all murals have the potential to produce visibility for feminicidio and its victims, the
specific pieces of public art I have chosen to examine are suited to be read alongside
Borderlands theory. The public perception of these murals is important to note as well. Lozano
interviewed residents of Juárez, one of whom described the purpose of these murals and
explains, “The important part of these murals is that they serve as prevention for the other girls.
They will know that they either still haven’t found her, or that no justice has been made. So,
because of this, they will keep their guards up” (Luis quoted by Lozano 98). And this is
important; these murals produce a visibility for feminicidio and its victims that is far more
effective than any action taken by the Mexican or U.S. states. But in order to be effective
activism, these murals cannot begin and end with evoking a fear from the viewer for feminicidio
and Juárez itself, and they do not. Instead, these murals motivate the community to learn about
and be active participants in anti-feminicidio efforts.
In Juárez, murals are a response to government erasure of both feminicidio itself and the
public responses to feminicidio, such as missing-persons posters and crosses. And, perhaps
unlike a missing-persons poster or even wooden and painted crosses for these dead women,
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murals provide a public visibility that has greater longevity. Unlike a piece of paper, this art is
constructed on brick and concrete; the medium itself is meant to be durable and withstand time,
weather, and daily wear. Simultaneously, the artwork is constantly contextualized by its
surroundings. Murals reveal their own history in the brightness or dullness of its color; murals
can be publicly interacted with not only through walking past and observing a mural, but can be
added to, defaced, and painted over. Unlike art a person may see in a museum, murals belong to
the public in a literally tangible way. In some ways, this makes the art more vulnerable, but the
trade-off is a communal and visible resistance. The longevity of murals may be less than a
protected oil painting, but murals last longer than sheets of paper taped and stapled to poles and
are still accessible to the public.
This accessibility is key. In order to produce a productive visibility, unlike the
aforementioned symbolic government responses to feminicidio, the general public of Juárez must
be able to see and engage with the activism, specifically in order to involve the viewer in counter
movement. Anzaldúa’s notion of la facultad is particularly apposite her. She describes la
facultad as “an acute awareness mediated by the part of the psyche that does not speak, that
communicates in images and symbols which are the faces of feelings, that is, behind which
feelings reside/hide . . . It’s a kind of survival tactic that people, caught between worlds,
unknowingly cultivate. It is latent in all of us” (60-61). For this reason, it’s perhaps more
important to use images rather than traditional texts for activism. The artistic symbols used in art
like murals conveys information at a speed that traditional books, articles, pamphlets, etc., never
could. And, when text is apparent in murals, their significance is broader than the words or
letters themselves. Text itself becomes symbolic (or, rather, more symbolic). Through images
and symbols, art is able to communicate, as Anzaldúa describes, with “the part of the psyche that
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does not speak.” And, most importantly, I argue that it is through symbols and images that this
“latent” skill can be activated, rather than only through trauma as Anzaldúa notes. The
significance of these murals then is not simply visibility for feminicidio itself, but a deep and
illuminated understanding of the structures that create and uphold feminicidio, even in people
who have not been directly traumatized by feminicidio. To differing degrees, these murals are
not just warnings, they are calls for collaboration and community to build a new structure for
their community. Agency is recaptured by both the artist and the community through the murals’
production of la facultad and the mestiza consciousness.
The first mural I will discuss was painted by Isabel “Isa” Cabanillas de la Torre.
Cabanillas was a prominent member of the feminist activist group Hijas de su Maquilera Madre,8
and much of her activist work was artistic. Most notably, Cabanillas created a mural depicting
her self-portrait (see Figure A in Appendix). Cabanillas was murdered in January 2020 at the age
of twenty-six, and her killer(s) has not been determined.9 Like in many cases of feminicidio, her
death has been memorialized with a cross where her body was found. Her death sparked outrage
in her community and a surprising amount of international press considering how little coverage
feminicidio receives even within the boundaries of Mexico. Images of her self-portrait began to
circulate online, and most news articles that discussed her death also included an image of her
mural. I chose to include her piece because it became a relatively wide-spread image, which
allows for a discussion about the virtual impact of murals, and because of the recent timing of
her death.
One way to imagine this self-portrait and its impact is to read it as an effective opposition
to the Coatlicue state in order to produce la facultad. Cabanillas is depicted crying a solitary tear
with hollow eye sockets that let the background bleed through. She is surrounded by faceless
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eyes and the words “Te observan” (translating to “they are watching you”). The image and text
are striking, with deep colors and a stark contrast between the realism of the faceless eyes and
the more stylized self-portrait. The text evokes an ominous feeling—an undefined “they,” further
articulated by the disembodied eyes, is surveilling “you.” This “you,” while more defined, is
almost limitless to whom it applies. Although the mural leaves space for interpretation, a news
article about Cabanillas notes, “[Cabanillas] often wrote on social media of a tough childhood
and alleged abuse . . . Her friends say the idea [for the mural] was somewhat inspired by the
troubles she said she faced growing up” (Montes). While acknowledging Cabanillas history with
interpersonal violence, it is also apparent with the multitude of eyes that there is no homogenous
“they,” rather it is a dispersed surveillance that Cabanillas is documenting. The mural reveals a
disturbing reality for women in Juárez: while are women constantly being watched from all
different vantages and systems of power—personal and political—their sight is also limited.
While neighbors, police, and governments watch her, the woman cannot return the gaze. This
upholds the implicit notion of the patriarchal male gaze, wherein the woman is created to be seen
and nothing more. Furthermore, we see an example of the Coatlicue state that Anzaldúa
describes. In this image, there is a resistance to seeing, a resistance to knowing. This paralysis
leaves the woman to be gazed at, her ability to sense (her eyes) removed from her. However, this
mural still contains considerable power. Its marking of space creates a place for the community
to gather and remember Cabanillas. In Figure A, we can see that community members bring
flowers and candles to her mural to honor her. Her art has created a space for remembrance,
mourning, and resistance. A community member seeing this mural is, in itself, an act of
resistance. The agency and power of the eyes in Cabanillas mural is displaced, and the viewer
becomes the active agent who sees and has the ability to respond to both the image itself and the
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structures of violence that the mural reveals. This mural’s existence in an accessible, material
space has the capacity to demonstrate a method for resistance as well as the paralyzing effects of
oppression and violence. But, as mentioned, this paralysis can be a prelude to crossing into
consciousness, and, recontextualized, Cabanillas’s mural changes again.
In one of her Instagram posts, Cabanillas poses with her mural. Through this image,
Cabanillas holds dual roles as she embodies the role of both the artist and the art. In the
Instagram post, she is featured standing in front of her self-portrait wearing a sweatshirt covered
in eyes (see Figure B in Appendix). The mural is recontextualized; it is no longer solely an
example of the disempowering effects of surveillance. Now, with Cabanillas’s physical (rather
than illustrated) presence and her sweatshirt imbued with sight, Cabanillas demonstrates a
reclamation of agency. Figures A and B, together, echo the earlier mentioned duality. In her selfportrait (Figure A), Cabanillas lacks eyes and the ability of sight; in her photograph (Figure B),
she is staring directly at the camera, with the camera angle looking up at Cabanillas. The camera,
which observes her, is challenged by Cabanillas’s dominant stance. Figure A acknowledges her
subjected and oppressed position; Figure B demonstrates Cabanillas reclaiming her own sight,
and the camera capturing the photograph is regulated to a lower, smaller, and, perhaps,
disempowered position. While the wall still wears the eyes of her surveillants, now Cabanillas is
wearing the eyes as well. Power has shifted. Cabanillas has regained agency, but this regained
agency does not discount the power being wielded against her as the painted eyes in mural
remain.
Through creating this mural and by documenting her own experience—one of severe
subjection—Cabanillas duality grows. She is artist and art; she is watched and watcher; she is
both subjugated and empowered, representative of a duality that is part of the Coatlicue state.
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The goddess Coatlicue “represent[s] duality in life, a synthesis of duality, and a third
perspective” (68). The mural and Cabanillas’s continued engagement with it allow the symbols
to grow into something more than a static representation of powerlessness. Cabanillas and her art
begin to embody and display the felt contradictions of being a woman in Juárez. Cabanillas’s
mural, like many in Juárez, produces a visibility far more effective than the Mexican or U.S.
states. This visibility is not meant to merely return attention to the victims of feminicidio; it also
points to the deeper structures that exist in Juárez. These murals reveal a structural injustice that
members of this community face, while simultaneously appreciating the power that Cabanillas,
and women and girls like her, wields. Alicia Arrizón reads Juárez as “a neocolonial, patriarchal
contact zone where the abstract terror of capitalism and globalization intersects with entrenched
machismo and male hegemony in a judicially corrupt state (Chihuahua) plagued by drug
trafficking” (274), but this is not a reality that is immediately sensed or understood by a passerby
or even a resident of Juárez. Similarly, Cabanillas’s agency (and other victims’ agency) is not
immediately recognized either, as seen in both Staudt’s and Lozano’s respective readings of
feminicidio. Although certainly effects of such a neocolonial, patriarchal contact zone and antifeminicidio activism are felt, the effects of both lie deep beneath the surface. As such, a capacity
like la facultad is necessary because it “breaks into one’s everyday mode of perception . . . [and]
causes a shift in perception. This shift in perception deepens the way we see concrete objects and
people; the senses become so acute and piercing that we can see through things, view events in
depth” (61). The Juárez community member who views her mural is able to sense the deeper
realities that perpetuate feminicidio and the power intrinsic to victims and activists. Cabanillas’s
self-portrait and Instagram post together upset the hegemony of patriarchal dominance.
Cabanillas is no longer just a victim, she is also an agent of resistance.
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Even in her tragic death, the effects of her mural live on. Her feminist collective, Hijas de
su Maquilera Madres, sent out a call for submissions on their Facebook page requesting that in
honor of Cabanillas, people should submit art inspired by the mural, particularly including the
disembodied eyes which were a common theme in Cabanillas’s work (Hijas, Call for
submissions). Although the group did not state the number of submissions received, over fifty
pieces inspired by Cabanillas have been posted. The mural is not representative of just
Cabanillas’s resistance but also the multitude of (primarily) women and girls who have been
inspired by her art.10 These feminicidio victims and the community that surrounds them together
can produce la facultad not just for family members of the victims or activists working in the
community, but also newly-arrived women and young girls in Juárez. These unavoidable murals
and monuments serve to produce a deeper sensing of reality so that the structures of patriarchal
and neoliberal hegemony can be recognized and ultimately resisted. Furthermore, the
organization’s use of social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter spread
awareness far beyond the city of Juárez. Mainstream coverage of feminicidio is miniscule, which
is unsurprising when neither the city nor state officials acknowledge the phenomenon or
prioritize its eradication. The very production of la facultad is a method of resistance—so much
of the power that the state wields is created through the process of erasing the deeper structures
that produce injustices such as feminicidio. The act of deeper sensing that reveals violent,
misogynistic and capitalist structures resists and partially diminishes state power, and, as a result,
individuals and communities can regain agency through this resistance. Thus, we are able to see
agency grow within feminicidio victims, their immediate community and supporters, and
beyond.
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The second mural this paper explores (Figures C, D, and E) was created as a part of series
of murals titled, “Faces of Feminicidio,”11 and it was painted by a local street artist, Maclavio.
Maclavio is a well-known artist in Juárez, and he worked in conjunction with mothers of
feminicidio victims to reclaim their names, faces, and stories. Beyond Maclavio’s stature in the
community, I chose this mural because it functions far differently than the Cabanillas mural.
Whereas Cabanillas uses solemnity to evoke a visceral, emotional response, Maclavio’s mural is
far less immediately affecting. Certainly, it pays tribute to three victims of feminicidio, but it also
(and more prominently) serves to demonstrate the large structures that are complicit in and
actively perpetuate feminicidio. Unlike Cabanillas, who relies on her personal experience and
paints her own face, Maclavio’s art speaks to broader and less-personalized realities.12 Although
the murals perform different overt functions, both works speak to Anzaldúa’s concepts expertly,
simply in different manners.
Maclavio’s mural is explicitly interested in both the border and its effects, as well as U.S.
culpability in feminicidio. The mural depicts three women and victims of feminicidio, with their
names written in a cursive script: Esmeralda Castillo, Rose Virginia Hernández Cano, and
Adriana Sarmiento. These women are painted together on the Mexican side of the border, and in
bold text, placed between them, are the words “Ni una mas” (“Not one more”). The Mexican
side of the mural, viewed more clearly in Figure D, depicts a largely natural landscape with
desert and sky nearly untouched, except for pink crosses representing the copious incidents of
feminicidio. The only remaining aspects are the Mexican flag and the edge of the U.S.-Mexico
border. Mexico is practically picturesque, the aesthetic marred only by the presence of pink
crosses. The entire landscape is depicted as opposed to feminicidio, with the activist slogan
written boldly and repeatedly. Even the Mexican flag mourns the deaths of these women by
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including a pink cross on it as well. Mexico is portrayed entirely as a victimized entity; the
women depicted were murdered, and the mural references hundreds more who experienced the
same or similar violence. This space rightfully mourns and remembers these women, but not
only is no action being depicted, there are no entities that can act. This brings us back to the
concept of the Coatlicue state, in which fear—largely due to trauma—leaves a person immobile.
In the mural, the Mexican state is paralyzed; it can only mourn. Perhaps this is a disservice to the
anti-feminicidio movement within Mexico, specifically Juárez, but it speaks to the fear that can
arise from what seems to be such an insurmountable problem. Of course, it also fails to recognize
how the Mexican state and economic system perpetuates feminicidio as well. Still, the mural
articulates the experience of “dig[ging] in [one’s] heels and resist[ing]” to see the whole of
reality. By showing this reality, it begins to produce la facultad; the viewer begins to ask: why
does the Mexican landscape differ so greatly from the U.S.? Why is no direct action visible?
Contrasted to Mexico, the U.S. landscape, seen most clearly in Figure E, is crowded with
war imagery and political figures depicted against an urban landscape. Even the sky becomes too
overrun with masked figures and skulls to see clouds, unlike in the Mexican landscape. An
androgynous, child’s head speaks, “I [heart image] Fort Bliss,” referring to the U.S. military base
located in El Paso, Texas. This childish appreciation is immediately contrasted with the image of
tanks riding on the back of the U.S., which is depicted as a crocodile. A fighter jet’s contrails
congeal into the form of the U.S. flag, indicating a nationalism that is founded upon war and
violence. This image of the U.S. as a war machine adjacent to a nearly-picturesque Mexico only
heightens the unease caused by the U.S. landscape. The U.S. is a clear antagonist armed with
excessive force and uncritical, childish support, and the state’s military personnel are following a
quick trajectory toward Juárez. While Juárez remains relatively poor—lacking in infrastructure
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which the mural illustrates—the U.S. profits from the residents’ labor, and the items these
maquiladora workers produce are used by U.S. companies that have contracts with the U.S.
military. Juárez is used indirectly not just for U.S. profit but to also build its military-industrial
complex, and the mural forces the viewer to see this reality. Whereas the Mexican landscape
demonstrates a paralysis—the Coatlicue state—the U.S. landscape is a clear indictment of how it
profits from both Mexico’s labor and the disposability of Juárez’s female labor force. The U.S.
landscape portrays what deeper sensing—la facultad—reveals: the inherent ties between U.S.
colonialism and Mexico’s female labor force. All that separates the two is fencing.
The border itself (seen most clearly in Figure C) follows the architecture of the building,
the painted fence transitioning fluidly into metal and back into painted mural. The effect is not
just aesthetically pleasant, but it forces the viewer to consider the border as something both
tangible and abstract, or perhaps false. Anzaldúa reminds her readers, “This is my home / this
thin edge of / barbwire. / But the skin of the earth is seamless. / The sea cannot be fenced, / el
mar does not stop at borders” (25). The border and its effects are real—people die and profit
from it—and yet it is still a mirage, dictating a false history and reality. It is the ability to hold
these truths simultaneously that begins the process of producing the mestiza consciousness,
which is about living in uncertainty and the in-between. The mestiza consciousness is a place
“where phenomena tend to collide. It is where the possibility of uniting all that is separate
occurs” (101). Here, where the border becomes the most “real,” or rather tangible, is a literal
home. This mural is painted on the outer walls of an apartment building, and where the imagined
crossing of borders takes place is where the apartment inhabitants live. This mural produces a
deeper understanding of violent infrastructures, and it challenges its viewer to inhabit the most
complicated and precarious perspective, just as the mestiza consciousness requires. Gaining this
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consciousness is a significant part of reclaiming agency as the viewer. Through the deeper
sensing and understanding, the exact system that produces feminicidio becomes more apparent
and, in becoming more apparent, dismantlable. Painting and leaving these murals to be viewed
by the public means that there is constant potential for the anti-feminicidio movement to grow.
Through a greater community, more power and more agency become possible.
Debordering through the Emerging Mestiza Consciousness
The mestiza consciousness is a method of debordering: “As a mestiza I have no country. .
. yet all countries are mine . . . (As a lesbian I have no race . . . but I am all races . . .). I am
cultureless . . . yet I am cultured” (102). Individuality and community are both produced by the
mestiza consciousness. It challenges the nature of borders by questioning what borders produce.
Not only do borders produce a fractured identity, but they produce a fractured imagining of
culpability and agency. The U.S. and Mexico are distanced via the processes of bordering, and
their economic relationship that creates and victimizes female workers is obscured. Borders also
produce a distancing between a U.S. and a Mexican worker, which allows one to imagine the
other as a competitor as opposed to an ally. This distancing fractures whatever agency could
exist by creating a community between two or more of such people. The mestiza consciousness
dismantles the useless delineations that borders produce. In doing so, it gives way to an effective
community of resistance that transcends detrimental borders and bordering. Through a myriad of
perspectives, capitalism’s reach and effects are clearest, and so rather than acquiring simply a
Mexican perspective or a U.S. perspective, through the method of “both/and” thinking both
perspectives (and more) can be used in conjunction to produce the deepest sensing (through la
facultad) and resistance to neoliberal capitalism.
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Debordering a movement, though, also requires debordering methods of thinking.
Anzaldúa emphasizes in Borderlands how the mind of any oppressed person has been colonized
(and, I would argue, the oppressor’s mind is also molded to see a false reality). As such, the
current ways of thinking reflect hegemonic power structures. The ways that we think are codified
by racist, sexist, classist, etc. histories and ideals. Her method for debordering the mind is made
possible by achieving the mestiza consciousness. The road to this consciousness is difficult. It
requires the reconsideration of every aspect of reality. She writes,
Pero es dificil differentiating between lo heradado, lo adquirido, lo impuesto. She puts
history through a sieve, winnows out the lies, looks at the forces that we as a race, as
women, have been part of. Luego bota lo que no vale, los desmientos, los desencuentos,
el embrutecimiento. Aguarda el juicio, hondo y enraízado, de la gente Antigua. This step
is a conscious rupture with all oppressive traditions of all cultures and religions. She
communicates that rupture, documents the struggle. She reinterprets history and, using
new symbols, she shapes new myths. (104)
A mestiza consciousness, then, is more than just a reclamation of agency; it is an overhauling and
restructuring of the way one perceives and experiences reality. Anzaldúa’s image of straining
history through a sieve to remove and omit falsehoods that have been woven into our historical
framework is indicative of something more, though. Invisibility and silence may not always
mean unilateral exclusion. The history of these women and feminicidio is not something that
needs to be recreated but rather excavated by the “winnow[ing] of the lies” perpetuated by this
neoliberal borderland.
But this excavation is a difficult task. We can see even in the language of families
advocating for justice that the dominating patriarchal structures and misogynist attitudes are still
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prevalent. One mother criticized the police’s inaction, stating, “The police almost always say that
the disappeared ‘deserve their fate,’ because they are ‘bad’ people, with habits that are not too
good—that they expose themselves to danger. My daughter did not have ‘bad habits,’ like the
police say. That’s why I continue to say that my daughter did not leave; they took her” (Enriquez
quoted by Lozano 28). This focus on “good” or “bad” habits and thus “good” or “bad” victims,
particularly by the mothers themselves, fails to truly challenge the systemic structures that put
these female workers at risk in the first place. Even activist groups in Juárez are complicit in the
bordering of women into categories of victims that are worth advocating for and victims that
“deserve” their fate. The mestiza consciousness that states we must “bota lo que no vale”13
includes the bordering of women into categories that allow that state to shift blame and
ultimately silence all victims of feminicidio. Every victim of feminicidio must be taken
seriously, and this can only occur through the community’s disregard and disavowal of “all
oppressive traditions of all cultures and religions,” and ultimately “reinterpret[ing] history and . .
. shap[ing] new myths.” Reclaiming agency is not enough, then. This movement requires
recreating reality through the excavation of history, language, and more.
As previously discussed, the location of Juárez is important—the U.S.-Mexico border is a
necessary tool for perpetuating feminicidio and, for that reason, reveals the structures that cause
and aid feminicidio. Debordering—perhaps figuratively more than literally—becomes a
necessary element for an effective transnational approach to anti-feminicidio activism. Both
Lozano and Staudt discuss different attempts at transnational activism, and perhaps the most
visible instance is Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues addition of a new monologue (as of
2004) for the murdered women in Juárez. Staudt largely praises the effort, stating, “[The
Monologues] embraced the broader theme of violence against women and stimulated renewed
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activism, broader constituencies for change, and prevention activities”; she acknowledges,
though, that these efforts “offered little consolation to murder victims’ mothers, whose
daughters’ killers still go free” (80). Lozano’s perspective is even more critical.14 She states,
[Eve Ensler and American actors] took The Vagina Monologues on the road and
performed the play “for” the Mothers in Juárez . . . The Mothers boycotted and walked
out of the production because the play offended many of their political and emotional
sensibilities. In addition, the Hollywood stars were accused of “stealing the spotlight” for
personal gain and of not foregrounding the Mothers in the movement against violence.
(xvii)
What becomes clear in Lozano’s analysis is that effective transnational activism must do more
than raise awareness. The voices of Eve Ensler and actors, such as Sally Field and Jane Fonda,
were centered in discussions about feminicidio. Rather than true collaborative effort, the play
acts too much like a performance. In lieu of attempting to deborder the anti-feminicidio
movement, The Monologues simply ignored borders, expecting a natural translation to occur
between countries and cultures, specifically between the Global North and South.
When discussing debordering, I am specifically referring to freedom from border
restrictions rather than removing borders entirely, and the borders I am referring to are not
limited to political or national boundaries. Borders of identity, borders of language, and borders
of culture (as well as others) inform and construct reality, and we cannot ignore their effects.
Demarcating difference is not inherently problematic, but how the demarcation is used can be.
Debordering markers of difference, in my view, acknowledges how difference is a part of
producing reality without allowing difference to impede or paralyze collective and affinitive
activism. Borderlands is an excellent theoretical example of debordering, specifically regarding
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language. In her own text, Anzaldúa strategically navigates between English and Spanish as she
writes. She purposefully highlights eight different languages that Chicano people might speak,
demonstrating in her own writing that language is extremely dependent on the individual.
Anzaldúa, rather than writing a text in a single language and translating it into another, writes a
single text that requires the reader to exist in a multilingual space.15 Perhaps the text retains
borders—there are clear demarcations between Spanish and English, if not in the languages
themselves then the italics Anzaldúa uses as she writes in Spanish. The border, though, is not a
hinderance; instead, it adds to the text. Borderlands recognizes, “Ethnic identity is twin skin to
linguistic identity—I am my language” (81). Borderlands replicates not just Anzaldúa’s identity
but also how she thinks: debordered. In her mind, she is free to move between languages, free to
use her “Indian, Spanish, [and] white” voice, “[her] women’s voice, [her] sexual voice, [her]
poet’s voice” (81). Anzaldúa’s identity and her language are not un-bordered—there are clear
delineations between her whiteness and her Chicana-ness, between her English and Spanish, etc.
Again, it is the function of the border that must be brought into question.
Borders, rather than something prohibitive, must be used to reveal—whether its
revelations be identity, hegemonic structures, or the path toward a decolonized consciousness.
Unrestricted movements through and past borders allow for difference and duality to exist.
Borders can be used to restrict movement, identity, agency and more, but proper debordering
does not eliminate borders in their entirety. Just as Anzaldúa moves through and occupies all
spaces of her identity, borders ought to be reframed and reformed into productive tools for
visibility. Debordering—whether referring to identity or activist movements—cannot rely upon
removing borders in order to create “community.” Communities must acknowledge existing
borders and their impact in order to cross them meaningfully. There is a difference between the
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Mexican maquiladora worker and the U.S. factory worker that must be acknowledged, but
through a proper understanding of this difference real affinity can be born that fosters both
kinship and respect. Ignoring borders in an effort to create transnational activism does a
disservice to the specific realities of each region, people group, identity, etc.
Furthermore, a process of debordering that recognizes difference and boundaries is better
equipped to recognize human agency. The Vagina Monologues remains an example of crossing
borders without an effort to acknowledge how those borders impact culture and activism.
Ensler’s play failed to recognize the work that had been happening in Juárez in the proceeding
years as well as the cultural differences between U.S and Mexican audiences. As such, the play
positioned Ensler, Field, and Fonda as champions of a movement when mothers in Juárez had
been at the forefront of this movement for a decade. The Vagina Monologues ignored the agency
of women in Juárez and instead positioned wealthy, white, American women as the people with
the power to create lasting change. Instead, through the process of debordering, we can bring
visibility and support to activist causes without minimizing the role, power, and agency of people
most affected.
I will return briefly to Cabanillas’s mural, as I believe it is an effective example of how
debordering can work and is working currently. The way that Hijas de su Maquilera Madre used
Cabanillas’s mural to inspire over fifty responses from women and girls within Juárez and
abroad is an example of how effective debordering is a productive and empowering method of
activism. In one of their last posts about the call for submissions, the organization noted that
submissions had come from across borders (Hijas, Submissions extended). Cabanillas’s work
mobilized Juárez, and it crossed borders while remaining contextualized. In every artistic
response, Cabanillas’s focus on eyes and sight is highlighted. The presence of the theme itself is
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important; location does not impact respondents’ ability to engage with Cabanillas’s artwork in a
productive and true way. Furthermore, because the eyes are representative of both the power of
systemic structures (per my analysis of Figure A) as well as the agency of Cabanillas herself (per
my analysis of Figure B), Cabanillas’s agency is not lost in her art’s border crossing. This art,
particularly through its call-and-response nature, produces a debordered activism. The artwork
retains its own innate elements created by Cabanillas, and it is made louder and stronger by the
participation of respondents across the globe.
Conclusion
As an ever-changing and current phenomenon, there is no simple solution to the
feminicidio crisis. The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate both the way that agency has been
denied and falsely attributed to the female maquiladora worker and her community and to
provide a method for acquiring a real agency as a collective. It’s through this agency, that can be
regained through the production of la facultad and the mestiza consciousness, that debordering as
a method of resistance begins to come into focus. The greatest point of interest that I have found
while investigating the question of what agency can be reclaimed by female maquiladora
workers is the tension between individual and communal agency. Isolated, these feminicidio
victims have very little recourse for justice. It is only through reading them within their broader
community that feminicidio victims may regain a real sense of agency. Although we ought not to
discount the power that an individual holds, it is what comprises a collective power that can
initiate a method of resistance. But, likewise, the collective agency cannot be gained without
recognizing the agency of these victims, like Isabel Cabanillas. Perhaps we see, then, a different
assemblage emerging—rather than a constant and definable measure of agency, we see how it is
produced and how it changes. Agency does not seem to be fixed. It can be regained by the
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individual, but this is not sufficient to effectively resist feminicidio enacted by the global
economy. In order for the global economy to be confronted, entire communities must be
galvanized. What is more, these feminicidio victims do not just produce agency within their
greater communities—the communities return agency to these victims. By mobilizing within the
community itself, families and activists are able “to retrieve pobladoras' [townspeople’s]
identities from their annihilation in death” which directly opposes the “social fantasy [of
feminicidio] that certain women are made for killing, that is, to be used up to the point of
extinction” (Camacho 24). Through searching for these feminicidio victims’ remains and
remembering them, these families and communities are opposing the state-sponsored raping and
killing of the women. These forms of oppositions directly counter the notion that the women
were disposable at all, and thus returns (limited) agency to these victims.
We see, though, that just a return of agency is not enough, and certainly does not negate
the violence of rape and death perpetrated against them by capitalist entities. This agency is only
effective when it counters the hegemonic narratives of a patriarchal and racist society. Therefore,
while this investigation has resulted in a more accurate and detailed analysis of agency and its
dispersal, it is worth acknowledging that, independently and bordered, this agency has a limited
effect. It through the process of debordering—that is, recognizing difference and building
affinity while respecting that difference—that agency can be wielded effectively. Feminicidio
requires a transnational opposition, and not opposition by way of abjection. Rather, a
transnational opposition built by the affinity between workers across borders, as well as other
exploited and marginalized peoples. Without a transnational approach that opposes the systems
that perpetuate feminicidio (rather than just opposing the phenomenon itself), feminicidio
victims, their families, and their immediate community are left only able to respond to tragedies,
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rather than the transnational community working to dismantle the transnational systems that
create these tragedies. Ultimately, the work of the murals can be realized if transnational
organizing transforms the structures that cause these deaths in the first place. Borderlands
provides a method for this debordering, but it is necessary to acknowledge that Anzaldúa was not
anticipating the current machinations of neoliberal capitalism and the specific way that it
victimizes women and girls in Juárez. Regardless, her text is worth considering in both the
current discussion of this topic and methods for resistance, as I have shown through my analysis.
While neither Anzaldúa’s Borderlands nor my paper can provide a definitive solution,
Anzaldúa’s insights provides a path and perspective to move forward through the production of
visibility, agency, and transnational resistance.
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Appendix

Figure A: Mural painted by Isabella Cabanillas de la Torre. A self-portrait with the words “Te
observan,” translating to “They are watching you.” Image taken from ArtNetNews article
authored by Javier Pes.
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Figure B: Image of Cabanillas with her mural, photographed by David Flores. Image taken from
Cabanilla’s Instagram (@isabelcabanillas_mx).
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Figure C: Image of mural painted by Maclavio. Image taken from New Mexico State University
article authored by fnsnews.

Mellin 35

Figure D: Image of Mexican landscape in a portion of Maclavio’s mural. Image taken from
jocelyne714’s WordPress blog post.
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Figure E: Image of U.S. landscape in a portion of Maclavio’s mural. Image taken from
lluviadelrayo’s WordPress blog post.
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Notes
1

Nina Maria Lozano makes an effort to explain the nuance of the term feminicidio,

“[B]ecause of the translation process [from Spanish to English], ‘femicide’ translates to
‘homicide,’ generally, which disallows for the gendered nature of the crimes to be sufficiently
captured . . . family members of the disappeared and femicide victims began deploying the terms
femicidio and feminicidio to provide a more culturally specific framework to analyze these
crimes . . . [Scholars] Fregoso and Bejarano (2010) suggested that the concept of feminicidio
allows for a ‘critical transborder perspective . . . rooted in social, political, economic, and
cultural inequalities” (xxiii). Other scholars I have cited, particularly Kathleen Staudt, do not
offer a breakdown and explanation for their terms and continue to use “femicide” to discuss the
systemic raping and killing of women at the U.S.-Mexico border. For the sake of this paper, I
will adopt Lozano’s approach and use the term “feminicidio.”
2

New materialism “recenter[s] the role of the material” (Lozano 3). The theoretical

framework grants agency and “vitality to nonhuman bodies forces, and forms . . . expos[ing] a
wider distribution of agency,” acknowledging “nonhuman materialities as actors” (Jane Bennett
quoted by Lozano 4).
3

Lozano’s border materialism engages with material things and how they intersect with

bodies, acknowledging specifically the effects of neoliberal economic structures and the
geographical boundaries of a specific space—in Juárez, the U.S.-Mexico border (8). She
explains, “Border materialism, like the US-Mexico border, straddles both elements of new
materialist thought and historical materialism and provides a new specific framework with which
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to examine the feminicidios as they are produced within the US-Mexico free-trade zones driven
by a neoliberal capitalist logic” (8).
4

She explains, “The utility in examining the assemblages of things through the lens of

neoliberalism is the ability to examine the conditions in which things are assembled, and for
whose benefit” (67). As such, the labor power these women’s bodies contain are for the sole
benefit of their employer. Their pads and tampons as well as pregnancy tests, objects thought to
be a utilitarian means to an end, instead illustrate maquiladora owners’ and managers’ ability to
infiltrate a woman’s privacy in order to determine her ability to work. Profiteers contain the
power to control and manage women’s bodies; even the objects women use to control and
manage their own bodies are reconfigured to grant agency to neoliberal profiteers.
5

I can only speak to the English-speaking discussion of feminicidio, and I recognize that

elements of my argument and discussions can likely be filled by Spanish-speaking scholars who
have explored this topic.
6

The obvious rebuke to such a sentiment is that neither a sex worker nor a maquiladora

worker is at fault for their own rape or death caused by feminicidio. The authorities rely heavily
on the Virgin/Whore dichotomy, depicting women who do not work as virgins and women who
work and have been killed as “whores” or “prostitutes,” and thus attempting to make the victims
culpable in their own demise.
7

Women entering the workforce was largely due to the lack of male workers caused by

Pro-Naf, which allowed Mexican laborers (predominantly men) to work in the U.S. Women
continued to move north for these positions and opportunity for economic independence, leading
to a surplus and “disposability” of female laborers (Lozano 49). This disposability, in particular,
makes them ideal workers.
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8

Translating to “Daughters of their Maquiladora Mother,” per Katrina Mellin.

9

The Guardian reports, “Either she was followed, or someone had been positioned to

ambush her. Two shots from a high-calibre revolver were fired into her chest and head – a coldblooded, targeted execution. Video cameras appear to give a view of the street, but police have
not confirmed the existence of footage, or a motive for the slaying” (Vulliamy).
10

Certainly, her death is also an important element of the response to her mural, but the

specific response to Cabanillas’s death of creating is a direct result of the art that Cabanillas
produced in her lifetime.
11

For more information, see Villagran and Lozano, 87-89.

12

It is also worth mentioning that the differing genders of the artists complicates the

discussion. Cabanillas’s art inherently contains and represents her agency due to the fact that she
painted it herself. Maclavio’s representation of a murdered woman’s agency calls into question
the problematic nature of men reattributing agency to women, rather than women reclaiming
agency for themselves.
13

Translating to, “Throw away that which has no value.”

14

Perhaps the time of writing influenced both scholars; Staudt published her text only

three years after The Vagina Monologues traveled to Juárez, whereas Lozano’s text was
published fifteen years after The Monologues. Staudt may have hoped for a long-lasting impact,
unlike Lozano who knew at the time of writing the play’s ineffectiveness.
15

Contrarily, Marlene Hansen Esplin argues that Anzaldúa’s writing fails to adequately

challenge her reader, “Yet, [Anzaldúa] hardly negates translation in her text. She takes great
pains to define, explain, or contextualize the non-English aspects of her writing. As promised on
the dust jacket of the first Aunt Lute edition, readers can understand the Spanish phrases ‘in
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context.’ Almost every multilingual gesture in the theoretical and predominantly prose section of
her text is accounted for by some kind of literal or contextual strategy of translation. By
constantly translating within the text, she involves the reader in her acts of translation and
underlines the extent to which she as an author and a discursive subject feels compelled to meet
her Anglo Other ‘halfway’ and beyond” (179). I would argue, though, that the Anzaldúa’s
“involve[ment of] the reader” in her translation is key. Anzaldúa is not simply making her text
more “inviting”; she is requiring her reader to acknowledge the process of translation—its work
and its beauty. Her reader cannot finish Borderlands without recognizing how language impacts
knowledge and identity. Perhaps Esplin is right in claiming Anzaldúa meets her “Anglo Other”
more than halfway, but Borderlands is a productive, theoretical text. If Anzaldúa wishes for her
reader to learn, it seems reasonable that she would teach her reader.
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